THE   ECOLE   NORMALE
done; I have seen some preparation masters mocked because they had neither instruction, gravity nor intelligence ; others, who had maintained their prestige and convinced the students of their own ignorance, led them like sheep. A preparation master may be a serf or a lord.
As to strength of will, you malign yourself. Why, old fellow, why should you, with your firm character, your inclination to opposition, be incapable of forming a strong decision ? We have so often spoken of the pleasure of doing one's own will over and against all others that I thought you had experienced it. But let us put aside the question of will and merely calculate the advantages, the pleasure and usefulness of it. When once you are admitted to the ficole you have rest, a quiet life, solid instruction, great chances of improvement for your mind, and a means of rising in the world without the fear of all those troubles which arise from below and clutch us by the throat. It is, moreover, but the continuation of the perhaps rather disagreeable work, which you have been going through during the last two years; to give it up would be to lose what you have already gained. Finally, you might look upon the work as a task and a penance, and give up the rest of your time to philosophy and politics.
Now consider the other mode of life. No future, to begin with; a hole out of which you might painfully struggle with the help of your pen ; all the troubles and disappointments of a literary career ; powerful enemies ; an insufficient education, whence a necessary weakness and not much chance of distinguishing yourself. For it is not enough to write well and to have original ideas. In order to become somebody you must have knowledge and an
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